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In 1950, roughly half the world’s urban 
population lived in Europe and North 
America. A few decades on, Asia eclipsed 
Europe and is today home to half the world’s 
city dwellers. As Europe enters deeper into 
an ageing society, Africa will soon overtake 
it for second position behind Asia. Today, 
42 per cent of Africans are urban dwellers, 
about 500 million people. In the next few 
decades this number will swell to over 1.4 
billion, with twelve million young people 
entering the labour market every year. 
!e rapidly growing urban areas in 
Africa and Asia may soon set the global 
urban agenda on everything from climate 
change and social inclusion to productiv-
ity and transport innovation, given the 
relatively larger populations and signi"cant 
need for constructing spaces, connecting 
people and supporting livelihoods. Nigeria’s 
cities alone will accommodate 189 million 
more people by 2050. Ethiopia is fast moving 
from being a predominantly rural economy 
to an urban one, with Addis Ababa growing 
at an annual rate of about 4 per cent – twice 
the rate of Beijing or Jakarta. In the rush to 
deliver cities, critical infrastructure needs 
may be overwhelming. According to the 
African Development Bank, two-thirds of 
the investments in urban infrastructure 
needed between now and 2050 have yet to be 
made, and extensive informal housing will 
require some form of upgrading. But can the 
grace of an incremental growth narrative be 
a#orded to African cities? London grew its 
metro rail network over 150 years; Shanghai 
built the world’s longest metro in little over 
15 years. In a more technologically advanced 
world than Victorian England, the question 
of how to design and plan cities may never 
have been so important.
Since the start of the millennium there 
has been renewed interest in building 
tall in cities as diverse as Cairo, Maputo, 
Abuja, Kampala, Cape Town, Durban, 
Addis Ababa, Dar es Salaam, Luanda and 
Port Louis. A building in Johannesburg’s 
"nancial district has just become the new 
tallest building in Africa a$er 45 years, 
highlighting a growing optimism in 
Africa’s cities. Plans for even taller towers in 
Casablanca, Nairobi, Accra and Abuja are on 
the drawing board. 
!e state-led development model 
in Addis Ababa is perhaps atypical of 
the African story.  Green and yellow 
corrugated-iron sheets enclose demolished 
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areas like bandages, highlighting a scale 
of change occurring in many cities across 
the continent (see page 24). !e plethora 
of experiments across Africa’s divergent 
cities suggests that perhaps Africa may 
give birth to new forms of city-making 
and "nd bold ways of responding to rapid 
growth, environmental sustainability and 
recon"guring cities to be spatially more 
inclusive in a context of urbanisation 
without industrialisation. 
A potential bene"t of the continent’s 
current phase of urbanisation is that 
development models have already been 
tested su%ciently across the globe. !ose 
developing Africa’s urban futures can 
learn from what worked and, perhaps more 
important, what didn’t. But the evidence on 
the ground is, at best, mixed. Congestion, 
sprawl and inadequate infrastructure prevail 
as city leaders attempt to modernise and 
retro"t overstressed urban systems.  
Policymakers, investors and entrepre-
neurs are operating in a context where the 
informal economy accounts for 50–80 per 
cent of the continent’s GDP, 60–80 per cent 
of employment and 90 per cent of new jobs.  
!e prevailing form of growth in many 
African cities of varying size is ad-hoc  
and incremental. 
As a continent, Africa’s infrastruc-
ture patterns have historically focused 
on connecting resources and commodi-
ties to global markets, rather than people 
and ideas. !is process has become more 
complex in the twenty-"rst century, with 
China playing a critical – and controver-
sial – role in creating a new generation of 
infrastructure with potentially transforma-
tive impact. Among other forms of invest-
ment, the growing superpower is replacing 
and extending some of the railways built 
by British, French and Portuguese colonial 
governments to connect places in Nigeria, 
Kenya and Ethiopia. !is infrastructure 
may allow cities in the world’s most uni"ed 
regional union (the African Union covers 
the entire continent) to link not just to the 
outside world, but also internally. 
Intra-regional trade in Africa is only 
18 per cent of total exports versus 59 per 
cent and 69 per cent for Asia and Europe. 
As African cities connect to each other 
and share ideas, opportunities to negotiate 
more favourable trade terms increase. 
Africa’s changing &ight patterns (see page 
30) illustrate this: growth has not only been 
directed at China and India – &ights within 
Africa have also doubled in the last 15 years. 
Trade "gures over a similar period mirror 
this trend, with export and import growth 
between Africa and China and India almost 
doubling. And, as China taught the English 
to drink tea, Ethiopia is taking co#ee to 
China, with one entrepreneur betting on  
an empire of 100 cafes by 2022, highlighting 
how culture continues to &ow from  
African shores. 
An Urban Age perspective 
!e data and essays in this Urban Age 
newspaper present key aspects of African 
urbanisation in a global context. Shlomo 
Angel’s work shows that, globally, it isn’t 
necessarily rapid population growth (while a 
signi"cant contributor) that is driving urban 
expansion, but sprawl, with cities taking up 
more space per person than ever before, a 
condition known to make cities less produc-
tive, less sustainable and less inclusive. Since 
1990, a basket of 200 cities has expanded 
"ve times, but their populations have only 
doubled. !is, and Nicholas Stern’s caution 
that the next few decades are a once-in-
history opportunity to build sustainable 
cities, frames the challenge of develop-
ing new urban futures that are resilient 
to technological, economic and climate 
change, and inclusive.
Even so, all the research into understand-
ing Africa’s existing popular transport 
networks, the challenge of connecting 
people and opportunities and how best to 
govern urban informality also suggests that 
at least some of what might need to be built 
in Africa has already been built. Lagos and 
Cairo already have populations as large 
as some of the world’s largest mega-cities: 
New York City, Shanghai and Mexico City. 
In the quest to have a story that is more 
connected to a modern and global narrative, 
Fasil Giorghis warns of the importance 
of retaining a past, not only in symbolic 
architecture, but also in the texture of 
connection on the streets. !ese are qualities 
that, once lost, can never be designed back 
in. Edgar Pieterse’s provocation is that 
citizen participation experiments, like in 
Nigeria’s Port Harcourt, could be part of the 
solution to retro"tting existing pieces of city 
instead of rebuilding them from scratch. 
An extensive community mapping project 
plugged a gap in available data, enabling the 
possibility of delivering urban infrastruc-
tures in informally planned areas. 
A signi"cant challenge in understand-
ing Africa’s urban conditions is its vast 
complexity. While some areas are among 
the least urbanised globally (see page 26), 
others can trace urban histories back further 
than much of Europe1. Language barriers in 
Anglo-, Franco- and Lusophone knowledge 
production, and a tendency to simplify the 
African story given limited and inaccessible 
locally produced content, has increased the 
challenge of comparing African cities to 
each other and to global examples. Almost 
half of all cities in Africa do not have a 
recent census and accessing data at su%cient 
quality for study required substantial 
resources except in a few examples. 
Many of the African cities investigated 
by the Urban Age simply cannot be known 
at the same level of detail as more developed 
cities. With knowledge production about 
cities still concentrated in the Global North, 
the risk is that Africa’s urban success stories 
remain hidden. But there are exceptions. 
Cape Town, for instance, encourages the use 
of city data by universities, entrepreneurs 
and the general public to drive innova-
tion. !ere is considerable work to be done, 
though, to satisfy Michael Bloomberg’s 
tongue-in-cheek exhortation to city mayors: 
‘In God we trust. Everyone else bring data.’
In an e#ort to understand the local story, 
we commissioned a series of commentar-
ies on cities across Africa. Some came 
back overwhelmingly negative. !e more 
objective comparative data collected by LSE 
Cities (see pages 24–49) shows that African 
cities do not necessarily perform worst-
of-the-worst. In many instances African 
cities – for now – perform far better than 
cities elsewhere, particularly in resource use. 
!is can o#er some reason to hope. It is also 
clear that African countries with the highest 
human development are also the most 
urbanised (see page 24), mirroring a trend 
found across the world. As Africa urbanises, 
it seems likely that measures of education, 
health and wellbeing will increase, as will 
democratic accountability.
!e Urban Age has investigated models 
of sustainable development in other parts 
of the world where urbanisation is largely 
complete. Will Africa produce new models, 
rendering them more inclusive, productive 
and liveable? !e evidence, in part, suggests 
this is possible. Greater connectivity and 
trade between cities, which could soon be 
part of the largest free trade area in terms of 
participating countries since the formation 
of the World Trade Organization2, may 
also result in a far less fragmented urban 
landscape. Perhaps the biggest challenge 
facing Africa’s urban future is not the 
magnitude of problems, but the urgency of 
implementing solutions. 
1.  Anderson, David and Richard Rathbone. Africa’s Urban Past. 2000.
2.  Crabtree, Justina. 2018. ‘Africa is on the verge of forming the 
largest free trade area since the World Trade Organization’ in 
CNBC, 20 March 2018.
Peter Griffiths is the Managing Editor of 
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